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Abstract
　 This study explores the extent to which Japan’s new visa policy, which has 
introduced a category for unskilled workers, has affected the movement of labor 
in Asia.  We compare Asia’s geographical space with that of other regions such 
as the EU, which have already established a free movement framework.  Amid 
rapid global development of economic integration in trade and investment in Asia, 
international and intraregional labor movement has also expanded, especially 
in Southeast Asia whose countries follow different practices and regulatory 
systems although they are all members of the Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN).  However, the diversity within the ASEAN region might make 
it the new actor on the world migration regulatory system scene and within 
the ASEAN Economic Community.  We examine the changes in the Japanese 
immigration policy and practices as well as their links to Asian regions and 
compare them with those in other geographical regions such as Europe and 
North America in terms of not only international movement but also intraregional 
movement by focusing on migration stocks and flows within regions.  In 
summary, we focus on the geographical space of Asia, which has the potential to 
provide a new perspective in the map of international migration.
1. Introduction
　 In principle, Japan’s policy denies permanent residency for unskilled workers. 
However, the country has seen an influx of thousands of unskilled workers, 
including Japanese-descendant Brazilians, trainees from Asian countries under the 
technical intern visa, and even foreign students who work in the service industry 
under the status of the so-called “arbeit” (Hiraiwa, 2016).
　 Japanese policymakers are faced with the challenge of determining policies 
§　The author acknowledges financial support from Nanzan University Pache Research 
Subsidy Ⅰ-A-1 for the 2019 academic year.
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on international migration, with Japan establishing new categories of visas for 
unskilled workers, officially making it an “unskilled-migrant-receiving country.” 
Under this category, foreign nationals who have finished a five-year technical intern 
program will be allowed to stay and work for an additional five years as unskilled 
workers.  They may also be able to change their visa status to work longer in 
Japan as well as invite family members from their home countries.  Foreign 
technical interns must leave Japan after finishing the five-year program.  The new 
visa is aimed at extending their stay to help alleviate the nation’s labor shortage. 
Industries suffering from a lack of labor, such as farming, nursing, and construction, 
will be the main beneficiaries of the new measures.
　 In the broader context of international migration to Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries, Japan introduced this new 
measure through an amendment to the Immigration Control Law.  In fact, 
more than 80% of immigrants in Japan are from other Asian nations as Japan is 
considered one of the top 10 destinations for workers from these countries.  Some 
of these countries include the Philippines, Thailand, and Vietnam from the ASEAN 
member countries (Japan Immigration Association, 2016).  Considering that regional 
economic integration is becoming stronger in ASEAN, Japan would benefit from 
the expansion of economic opportunities owing to liberalization in the goods and 
services trade with the introduction of the new policy as labor mobility could be a 
key component for the openness of the labor market in Japan.
　 Additionally, in terms of the literature on international migration, the focus is 
now on Asia, where resident migrant population has grown immensely between 
2000 and 2015.  According to the United Nations International Migration Report 
2018, Asia was the origin of over 40% of the world’s international migrants in 2015; 
over half (59 million) were residing in various countries of Asia.  The number of 
Asian-born migrants residing outside Asia touched 40 million in 2015.  Intraregional 
migration within Asia also increased significantly, from 30 million in 2010 to 
59 million in 2015, surpassing the number of immigrants residing outside Asia. 
Intraregional migration within Southeast Asia, where ASEAN member countries 
are integrated into the global economy, is particularly significant (Asis and Piper, 
2008).  The region comprises some of the largest labor surplus countries and has 
experienced dynamic growth in the past few years leading to the emergence of 
new patterns and more complex flows of migration in Southeast Asia in terms of 
both intraregional and international movements (Table 1).
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　 Under these circumstances, Japan, for the first time, has begun to receive 
unskilled workers from the region.  The Japanese immigration policy has a 
multilayered structure and its interconnections and linkages across “space” are 
critical compared with the policies of various other countries (UN, 2018).
　 As discussed earlier, Asian migration has been predominantly intraregional. 
Similarly, Africa, Latin America and the Caribbean, North America, Oceania, 
and the border-free Schengen Area of the EU are also characteristically areas of 
intraregional migration.  This study explores several key questions in this context, 
namely, the ways in which the newly introduced immigration policy of Japan can 
be understood in the context of the geographical space of Asia, where international 
and intraregional migration has risen in volume and complexity, particularly in East 
Asian countries.  By focusing on the spatial patterns of immigration movement in 
its volumes and flows, this paper discusses the ways in which Asia has responded 
to migration.  It also aims to capture a possible migration framework to provide 
new scope for comprehensive migration policies between Japan and other Asian 
countries.
　 After examining Japan’s immigration policy reform, this paper discusses the 
regional mobility framework employed by the ASEAN: Community Blueprint. 
Table 1　Intra ASEAN migraion and its share to world migration (2011)



















Brunei D. 9,313 120,578 0.08 24,343 148,123 0.16 38.26 81.4
Cambodia 53,722 320,573 0.17 350,485 335,829 1.04 15.33 95.46
Indonesia 1,518,687 158,485 9.58 2,504,297 397,124 6.31 60.64 39.91
Lao PDR 82,788 10,134 8.17 366,663 18,916 19.38 22.58 53.58
Malyasia 1,195,566 1,882,987 0.63 1,481,202 2,357,603 0.63 80.72 79.87
Myanmar 321,100 814 394.47 514,667 98,008 5.25 62.39 0.83
Philippines 335,401 9,096 36.78 4,275,612 435,423 9.82 7.84 2.09
Singapore 122,254 1,162,960 0.11 297,234 1,966,865 0.15 41.13 59.13
Thailand 262,721 448,218 0.59 811,123 1,157,263 0.70 32.29 38.73
Vietnam 221,956 21,511 10.32 2,226,401 69,307 32.12 9.97 31.04
Total 4,123,508 4,135,356 1.00 12,852,027 6,984,461 1.84 32.08 59.21
Source: Pasadilla (2011) based on migration data from http://go.worldbank.org/JITC7NYTT0. Accessed 23 
February 2011
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Next, it focuses on the regional mobility spaces of other geographical regions, 
namely, the ASEAN members of Southeast Asia and their links to Japan.  Then, 
by incorporating international migration flow data as proposed by Abel and Sander 
(2014), it discusses the emerging space of labor mobility and the ways in which we 
can understand it in comparison with conventional frameworks and how Japan 
deals with the emerging labor market.
2. New immigration system in Japan
　 In April 2019, the Japanese government introduced a new immigration system 
that allows companies to hire foreigners with specified skills, by creating a new 
status of residence: “Specified Skilled Worker.” This policy allows foreigners to 
work in 14 industry fields and job categories for 5 years at the most.  The 14 fields 
are labor-intensive sectors including nursing care and construction, which are 
experiencing severe labor shortage.  The government estimates that Japan could 
accept up to 340,000 additional foreign workers over a 5-year period.  To establish 
a basic partnership framework for proper operation, the government signed 
a Memorandum of Cooperation with 8 countries: Philippine, Cambodia, Nepal, 
Myanmar, Mongol, Sri Lanka, Indonesia, and Vietnam, 5 of which are ASEAN 
members.  The increase in foreign residents from these ASEAN member countries 
(Table 2) to Japan is 133% from 2008 to 2018.  Although foreign workers in Japan 
account for 2% of its total population, the number has been increasing since the 
1980s when Japan experienced a serious labor shortage during the so-called bubble 
economy.  Since then, the Japanese government has permitted Japanese-descendant 
Brazilians and Peruvians as unskilled workers to meet the demand for labor.  
　 However, these labor pools were hit the hardest by the financial crisis of 2008, 
showing a 35.4% and 19.0% decline, respectively, in 2018.  On the contrary, there 
has been an enormous increase in the number of workers from ASEAN member 
countries comprising up to 28% of the total foreign residents.  Many of them come 
to Japan under the status of “Trainee,” which was introduced in 1981 to transfer 
Japanese technology to developing countries.  However, the system of accepting 
foreign residents under the status “Trainee” has been strongly criticized1 because 
1 　Violating regulations of working times, payment, and harsh working conditions calls 
attention to the fact the trainees are working as cheap unskilled labors in industries where 
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these trainees are unskilled workers who replaced the Japanese-descendant 
foreigners, who were forced to return to their home countries when the financial 
crisis hit Japan in 2008 (Hiraiwa, 2016).  The “Specified Skilled Worker” system 
Japan newly introduced in 2019 aims to fix the controversial discrepancies 
between unskilled labors and trainees.  Then, if this newly introduced policy is an 
attempt to justify opening the doors to receiving unskilled workers for the first 
time in its immigration policy, there is a need to discuss the fact that this labor 
pool increasingly extends to South East Asia, whose region covers all ASEAN 
members.  As those countries progress toward economic integration in the region 
where movement of goods, services, and capital is liberalized, such diversity would 
affect conventional flows of people as we have seen in the region.  Considering that 
ASEAN members and Japan have expanded exports and imports, accounting for 
employers are unable to recruit Japanese workers. Among the industries in which the trainees 
work are agriculture, fisheries, and construction. See, for example, Nikkei Asian Review (2018, 
March 18), “Don’t use foreign trainees to fix labor shortage: Japan’s new law.”
Table 2　Foreign residents by Nationality in Japan (2008-2018)
2008 2012 2015 2018 share (%) change in 2008-2018(%)
China 655,377 652,595 665,847 764,720 28.0 16.7 
Korea 589,239 530,048 457,772 449,634 16.5 －23.7 
ASEAN
Brunei D. 31 41 57 61 0.0 96.8 
Cambodia 2,572 2,862 6,111 12,174 0.4 373.3 
Indonesia 27,250 25,532 35,910 56,346 2.1 106.8 
Lao PDR 2,630 2,521 2,592 2,842 0.1 8.1 
Malyasia 8,291 7,848 8,738 10,368 0.4 25.1 
Myanmar 7,789 8,046 13,737 26,546 1.0 240.8 
Philippines 193,426 202,985 229,595 271,289 9.9 40.3 
Singapore 2,604 2,136 2,501 3,042 0.1 16.8 
Thailand 42,609 40,133 45,379 52,323 1.9 22.8 
Vietnum 41,136 52,367 146,956 330,835 12.1 704.2 
ASEAN Total 328,338 344,471 491,576 765,826 28.0 133.2 
Brazil 312,582 190,609 173,437 201,865 7.4 －35.4 
Peru 59,723 49,255 47,721 48,362 1.8 －19.0 
Others 272,167 266,678 395,836 500,686 18.3 84.0 
Total 2,217,426 2,033,656 2,232,189 2,731,093 100.0 23.2 
Source: Ministry of Justice
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about 15% of Japan’s overall trade in 2017 (ASEAN-Japan Centre, 2019), we need to 
see a contemporary spatial migration pattern in Asia and its diversity on the global 
migration path.
3. AEC Blueprint and migration framework
　 In 2010, about 13% of the world’s population lived in Asian countries forming 
60% of the world’s population (ADBI, 2013).  One in three migrants were from 
developing countries in Asia.  In this global migration pattern, intraregional 
migration within Southeast Asia, where ASEAN member countries are integrated 
into the global economy, is significant (Asis and Piper, 2008).  As Figure 1 shows, 
the migrant stock in Asia has increased as a space of immigration compared with 
the regions of Europe and Northern America.  
　 The ASEAN member countries strengthened the economic links among them 
by adopting Blueprint 2025 on the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) in 2015, 
which was based on AEC Blueprint 2015, considering further integration of the 
ASEAN economy (Table 3).  In the Blueprint, while the free movement regime for 
skilled labor has been a goal in association trade in services and investment, it is 
silent on unskilled labor (Tsujita, 2017).  For example, to implement the AEC 2025 
initiative, the Thailand Migration Report (2017) mentions that although mutual 
Figure 1　International migration stock (1990―2017, millions)
Source: UN Population Diveion, UNDP, 2017
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Table 3　Characteristics and Elements of AEC Blueprint 2025





Financial Intergation, Financial Inclusion, and 
financial Stability 
Facilitating Movement of Skilled Labour and 
Business Visitors
enhancing Paricipation in Global Value Chains
B.  A competitive, innovative and 
Dynamic ASEAN
Effective competition policy 
Consumer protection 
Strengthening intellectual property rights 
cooperation
Productivity-Driven Growth, innovation, 




Effective, Efficient, Coherent and Responsive 
Regulations, and Good regulatory practice
Sustainable Economic Development 
Global megatrends and Emerging trade-related 
issues
C.  Enhanced connectivity and 
Sectoral cooperation
transport
information and communications technology
E-commerce
Energy





D.  A resilient, inclusive, people-
oriented and people-centred 
ASEAN 
Strengthening the role of micro, Small, and medium 
Enterprises
Strengthening the role of the private Sector 
public-private partnership 
Narrowing the Development Gap 
contribution of Stakeholders on regional integration 
Efforts 
E. A Global ASEAN
Source: ASEAN Economic Community Blueprint 2025, The ASEAN Secretariat Jakarta, 2015.
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recognition arrangements in AEC 2025 were developed for high-skilled jobs such 
as doctors, dentists, nurses, engineers, architects, surveyors, accountants, and 
tourism professionals, very few professionals have made use of these policies as 
they represent only a small fraction of the regional labor market within ASEAN. 
According to the Report, the key reason for the AEC to have a significant effect 
on expanding labor mobility is that the vast majority of the workers involved in 
intra-ASEAN migration are employed in low-skilled jobs not covered by its skills 
recognition arrangements.  Furthermore, the sanctioning mechanism in case of non-
compliance with the provisions set in the Blueprint has not yet been introduced 
(Jurje and Lavenex, 2015).
　 To provide a perspective on the regulatory system for unskilled workers across 
borders in Asia, Iguchi (2017) proposes bilateral labor arrangements legally binding 
and transparent in receiving and sending countries in Asia to create safe, orderly, 
and regular migration.  However, such an attempt has not been fully developed yet.
4. Spatial pattern of global migration 
　 While there has been an acceleration of migration volume and geographical 
pathways over the years in the literature on migration studies, Czaika and de Haas 
(2015) describe that global migration patterns have become more complex and 
diverse with a “fanning out” of migration to new destinations in Southern Europe, 
the Gulf, and Asia.  As we have seen that the AEC has not addressed most of 
the labor flows in the region, the key question here is how big is the volume of 
migration and how diverse are the geographical pathways of intraregional and 
international movement both temporally and spatially.  
　 In recent studies, many scholars have discussed how international migration of 
people is measured by its volume of stocks or flows.  Underlying these discussions, 
there are efforts on how contemporary international migration are better illustrated. 
As Castel et al.  (2014) noted, the number of international migrants has grown only 
slightly more rapidly than the overall global population since 1960.  Although the 
absolute number of international migrant stock increased from 92 million in 1960 
to 165 million in 2010 (Ozden et al., 2011), most people remain in their countries of 
birth, while internal migration is far higher than international migration.  However, 
the precise structure of world migration remains an open question (Danchev and 
Mason, 2017).  One of the efforts to view international migration between countries 
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within geographic regions was made by Abel (2013), who discussed the difficulties 
of adequate measurements of volume, direction, and completeness by attributing 
it to international migration flow data being less tractable than stock measures. 
He introduced a method for estimating migrant transition bilateral flows from 
sequential stock tables released by the United Nations or the World Bank.  Under 
the assumption that “flows to and from a country can be much better understood 
when placed within a global context,” Abel and Sander (2014) proposed circular 
migration plots that show intensities and patterns of global migration flows 
between 196 countries from 1990 to 2010.  During the twenty years, they noted 
that the largest movements occurred between South and West Asia, from Latin to 
North America, and within Africa.
　 Czaika and de Haas (2015), however, mention how the global spatial patterning 
of migration that has evolved over the past decades has not been addressed.  The 
Eurocentric observation, where European countries or some South American 
countries hosted a remarkable diverse array of immigrants, refers to the traditional 
diversity in the literature, while “globalization may not necessarily manifest itself in 
a change in the volume, but rather in the underlying spatial patterns of migration” 
(Czaika and de Haas, 2015).  
　 Regarding the spatial pattern of migration, Japan as a host country has 
experienced a dynamic change in terms of immigration from distant countries in 
South America to less distant countries from Asia (Fig.1), which suggests that the 
diversity of international migration might be less important than intraregional 
migration.  In fact, more than 80% of the immigrants in Japan are from Asia.  Japan 
is one of the top 10 destinations for workers from these countries and is the new 
magnet attracting global migration.  
　 In terms of the spatial pattern of migration to Japan, the next question is on 
how to capture the spatial pattern of migration occurring in Asia.  By evaluating 
the change in the global migration pattern, as proposed by Czaika and de Haas (2015) 
in terms of migrant stock and by following bilateral migration flows, as proposed 
by Abel and Sander (2014), we discuss what is currently known about the diversity 
of intraregional and international migration focusing on Asia.
5. Intensity as a factor of intraregional migration in Asia
　 Czaika and de Haas (2015) propose three factors to capture the evolution of 
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global migration patterns and its changes: “intensity, direction and geographical 
spread, and distance of international migration.” They define intensity, or migration 
stock, as a percentage of the total population rather than an absolute figure in 
number.  Here, by following this conceptualization and using the United Nations 
Population Division Migrant Stock data, we draw some insights into intraregional 
and international migration.
　 Figures 2 and 3 provide an overview of the international migrant stock share 
Figure 2　 Internatinal migrant stock  as a percentage of the total population (Regions)
Note:  More developed regions comprise Europe, Northern America, Australia/New Zealand and Japan. 
Less developed regions comprise all regions of Africa, Asia (except Japan), Latin America and the 
Caribbean plus Melanesia, Micronesia and Polynesia.  
Source: UN Population Division, DESA, 2017
Figure 3　International migrant stock as a percentage of the total population (Countries)
Note:  Low income (less than $1,005), Middle income($1,006-$12,235), High-income(more than $12,235).
Source: UN Population Division, DESA, 2017
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to the total population.  While more developed regions (Europe, Northern America, 
Australia/New Zealand, and Japan) increase their migrant stock share, we see that 
the migrant stock share of less developed regions such as Africa, Asia, and Latin 
America, or countries of a lower income level has been decreasing over the past three 
decades.  This might imply that the “push-pull” theory of international migration is 
still applicable, with a growing attractiveness of wealthy destinations.  Among the 
more developed regions, North America has attracted more migrants (Table 4).
　 On the contrary, if we break down the region using the absolute stock of 
migration as in Table 5, the various diversifications allow us to explore the spatial 
patterns of migration flows.  First, Asia witnessed an increase in the number of the 
immigrants in 2015 surpassing Europe, and drawing the biggest pool of migrants 
resulting in it being a prime destination of the migrant population.  Second, Asia 
recorded both immigration and emigration.  It is the only region where some sub-
regions experienced a decrease in migrant stock over the decades, while others, 
especially Southeast Asia, gained more immigrants.  Conversely, Central Asia and 
Southern Asia lost migrant stock by 17.61% and 30.12%, respectively.  In Central 
Asia, migrants in all countries such as Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan decreased, 
except in Kazakhstan, which hosts 66% of the migrant stock of the region.  Third, 
in Southeast Asia, there was an increase in absolute volume by 243%.  It should 
be noted that in this sub-region, migrants to Thailand, Singapore, and Malaysia 
increased by 579%, 261%, and 288%, respectively, from 1990 to 2017.  Immigrants in 
these three ASEAN countries comprise 90% of the total immigrants in Southeast 
Asia.  Fourth, the underlying idea of Southeast Asia being an emigration-immigration 
transition area implies improvement in infrastructure connecting the sub-regional 
production agglomeration area, information, and income.  Considering intensity 
Table 4　International migrant stock as a percentage of the total population
Major area 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2017
AFRICA 2.5 2.3 1.8 1.7 1.6 2.0 2.0
ASIA 1.5 1.3 1.3 1.3 1.6 1.7 1.8
EUROPE 6.8 7.3 7.7 8.7 9.6 10.1 10.5
LATIN AMERICA AND 
THE CARIBBEAN 1.6 1.4 1.3 1.3 1.4 1.5 1.5
NORTHERN AMERICA 9.8 11.3 12.9 13.8 14.9 15.7 16.0
OCEANIA 17.5 17.2 17.2 17.9 19.4 20.4 20.7
Source: UN Population Division, DESA, 2017
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as one of the factors that captures the global patterns of migration, migration in 
Asia has become more complex “within” the sub-regional level in its direction and 
geographical spread, while the intensity of migration in less developed countries 
shows little increase and does not attract immigrants making a long-distance journey.
6. Direction and geographical spread: Migrant flow
　 If we consider the intensity of international migrants in terms of stock in regions 
as a consequence of flows of migrants, these flows provide a deeper understanding in 
terms of direction and geographical spread.  In this section, to further explore spatial 
patterns of international migration, following Abel and Sander (2014), we discuss 
global bilateral migration flows.  Abel and Sander (2014) introduced a sophisticated 
approach to understand global and regional migration flows by using sequential 
Table 5　International migrant stock 
Major area, region




ASIA 48,108,431 46,422,010 49,198,332 53,243,730 65,921,788 76,558,152 79,586,709 65.43 
　Central Asia 6,630,683 5,890,035 5,183,872 5,238,699 5,262,414 5,393,504 5,462,972 －17.61 
　Eastern Asia 3,959,345 4,658,475 5,393,081 6,229,524 7,061,814 7,600,768 7,776,716 96.41 
　Southern Asia 19,436,343 15,343,019 15,278,020 13,722,011 14,307,646 14,173,830 13,582,402 －30.12 
　South-Eastern Asia 2,876,616 3,700,057 4,926,833 6,522,343 8,673,693 9,609,923 9,873,600 243.24 
　Western Asia 15,205,444 16,830,424 18,416,526 21,531,153 30,616,221 39,780,127 42,891,019 182.08 
EUROPE 49,232,191 52,867,154 56,314,416 63,201,280 70,747,947 74,501,508 77,895,217 58.22 
　Eastern Europe 21,995,312 21,344,124 20,428,480 19,747,392 19,127,781 19,880,519 20,121,711 －8.52 
　Northern Europe 6,645,605 7,194,824 7,900,973 9,588,814 11,810,676 13,188,813 13,946,390 109.86 
　Southern Europe 4,340,454 5,985,675 7,517,054 11,974,334 16,205,444 15,830,496 15,957,631 267.65 
　Western Europe 16,250,820 18,342,531 20,467,909 21,890,740 23,604,046 25,601,680 27,869,485 71.50 
LATIN AMERICA AND 
THE CARIBBEAN 7,169,728 6,694,640 6,579,328 7,237,476 8,246,652 9,272,027 9,508,189 32.62 
　Caribbean 1,056,555 1,154,700 1,256,547 1,333,118 1,353,589 1,385,784 1,399,747 32.48 
　Central America 1,829,911 1,298,916 1,107,577 1,385,713 1,749,940 2,043,212 2,092,819 14.37 
　South America 4,283,262 4,241,024 4,215,204 4,518,645 5,143,123 5,843,031 6,015,623 40.44 
NORTHERN AMERICA 27,610,542 33,341,147 40,351,848 45,363,387 50,970,996 55,766,224 57,664,154 108.85 
OCEANIA 4,730,858 5,022,263 5,360,027 6,023,421 7,124,634 8,051,745 8,410,933 77.79 
　Australia/New Zealand 4,473,260 4,741,947 5,065,063 5,717,982 6,830,423 7,750,276 8,102,983 81.14 
Source: UN Population Division, DESA, 2017
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stock table data published by the United Nations as a proxy data (IOM, 2017).  Table 
6 shows the results of the flow data between and within regions from 1990 to 2010.
　 While the global migration flows have been continuously increasing in each 
region from 1990, Asia’s sub-regions show enormous diversity.  South Asia and 
West Asia experienced the opposite of significant emigration and immigration. 
West Asia as an oil-rich Gulf region received immigrants predominantly from 
countries in South Asia after 2000; 4.6 million people moved from countries in 
South Asia, such as Bangladesh and India, to West Asia between 2005 and 2010. 
However, it is interesting to note that South Asia once experienced both large-
scale inflow (6.5 million) and outflow movement (7.0 million) between 1990 and1995, 
characterized as an intraregional movement of both inflow and outflow, mostly 
occurring from Pakistan to Afghanistan.  Underlying the sharp decline of inflow 
and outflow lay complex reasons including armed conflicts within the region.  
　 Southeast Asia also showed diversity in its migration pattern.  Outflow of 
migration in Southeast Asia started from the 2000s, which was almost double in 
absolute terms compared to that of the previous decade.  The reason for this is 
diversification of destinations.  The main corridors in the 1990s were within the 
region and the outflow was to the United States, but after the 2000s, more people 
moved to Europe and West Asia, and emigrant movement within the region 
scaled up; Myanmar and Cambodia started to send emigrants to Thailand.  These 
movements in Asia would partly reflect the result of the continent opening up to 
economic and political relationships with industrialized countries through trade, aid, 
and investment (Castels et al., 2014).  Adding to the reasons, industrial take-off in 
some countries and rapid development as production sites linked to global supply 
chains accelerated the diversity.  
　 In the 2000s, in East Asia, China started to send emigrants to the United States, 
and its corridor comprised the biggest flow following Mexico-U.S., India-U.A.E., and 
Bangladesh-India.  Japan also witnessed spatial diversity in terms of inflows from 
Southeast Asia as we discussed in section 1.  
　 In terms of spatial diversity of migration flows, Latin America and North 
America appear to show less diversity.  Most migrants from Latin America tend 
to move to North America.  On the contrary, Africa and the Fmr Soviet Union2 are 
characterized by intraregional flows rather than long-distance flows.  Conversely, 
2 　In table 5, the Fmr Soviet Union is shown as Central Asia.
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Table 6　Migration flows between and within regions (1990―2010)
Total migration Intra-region 
migration













1990-1995 851,411 4,603,025 5.41 599,576 70.4 13.0 
1995-2000 910,642 4,746,044 5.21 606,629 66.6 12.8 
2000-2005 1,036,170 6,921,616 6.68 751,756 72.6 10.9 
2005-2010 1,140,926 6,227,030 5.46 799,467 70.1 12.8 
Oceania
1990-1995 676,682 235,247 0.35 － － －
1995-2000 650,755 193,862 0.30 60,593 9.3 31.3 
2000-2005 1,069,350 340,130 0.32 88,326 8.3 26.0 
2005-2010 1,455,904 343,084 0.24 133,726 9.2 39.0 
South-East 
Asia
1990-1995 1,066,959 3,327,176 3.12 842,554 79.0 25.3 
1995-2000 1,692,593 2,387,014 1.41 884,599 52.3 37.1 
2000-2005 2,269,760 4,458,278 1.96 1,666,054 73.4 37.4 
2005-2010 2,281,575 4,665,640 2.04 1,548,262 67.9 33.2 
East Asia
1990-1995 964,118 1,769,297 1.84 528,183 54.8 29.9 
1995-2000 954,004 1,691,382 1.77 457,671 48.0 27.1 
2000-2005 1,014,425 3,262,888 3.22 641,200 63.2 19.7 
2005-2010 1,298,301 2,695,845 2.08 690,673 53.2 25.6 
South Asia
1990-1995 6,479,623 6,996,799 1.08 5,793,838 89.4 82.8 
1995-2000 1,997,954 3,832,110 1.92 1,670,497 83.6 43.6 
2000-2005 2,191,099 6,499,902 2.97 1,858,805 84.8 28.6 
2005-2010 1,348,387 9,763,355 7.24 1,280,996 95.0 13.1 
West Asia
1990-1995 3,379,503 2,400,955 0.71 1,000,899 29.6 41.7 
1995-2000 1,690,731 2,384,288 1.41 559,698 33.1 23.5 
2000-2005 4,407,689 1,951,687 0.44 1,073,800 24.4 55.0 
2005-2010 7,200,046 1,738,142 0.24 871,703 12.1 50.2 
Fmr Soviet 
Union
1990-1995 2,746,348 4,415,020 1.61 2,695,228 98.1 61.0 
1995-2000 2,635,269 4,236,332 1.61 2,583,535 98.0 61.0 
2000-2005 2,223,653 3,301,427 1.48 2,112,536 95.0 64.0 
2005-2010 2,100,358 2,453,295 1.17 1,811,284 86.2 73.8 
Europe
1990-1995 8,260,470 4,497,984 0.54 3,201,085 38.8 71.2 
1995-2000 6,404,041 3,842,537 0.60 2,388,575 37.3 62.2 
2000-2005 10,836,123 3,030,402 0.28 2,566,701 23.7 84.7 
2005-2010 10,559,899 2,705,595 0.26 2,186,571 20.7 80.8 
Africa
1990-1995 8,569,867 9,701,681 1.13 7,488,808 87.4 77.2 
1995-2000 5,597,868 8,247,527 1.47 5,327,430 95.2 64.6 
2000-2005 3,665,385 6,142,818 1.68 3,274,559 89.3 53.3 
2005-2010 3,763,987 6,585,671 1.75 3,293,647 87.5 50.0 
North America
1990-1995 6,416,337 1,464,144 0.23 57,617 0.9 3.9 
1995-2000 9,441,799 414,560 0.04 191,071 2.0 46.1 
2000-2005 8,883,966 1,688,472 0.19 84,668 1.0 5.0 
2005-2010 8,001,278 1,973,004 0.25 96,102 1.2 4.9 
Source:  Based on The Global Flow of People by N.Sander, G.J.Abel & R.Bauer from http://download.gsb.
bund.de/BIB/global_flow/ (Accessed 31 July 2019)
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people move to Europe from different regions in the world making long-distance 
journeys.  These spatial diversities in each region might reflect political reasons3.  
　 As seen in sections 3 and 4, the Asian region has become more complex “within” 
the sub-regional level in its direction and geographical spread.  Now, we turn to 
migrant flows within the Asian region, which are closely linked to Japan serving as 
a pool for foreign labors.  Table 7 shows the migration flows between and within 
the four Asian regions (Southeast Asia, East Asia, South Asia, and West Asia). 
Since inflow surpasses outflow only in West Asia, the other three Asian regions are 
shown in Table 8.  
3 　Some of the examples are the partition , India and the dissolution of the Soviet Union (Özden 
et al, 2011; Abel and Sander, 2014), or the collapse of Communism (Czaika and de Haas)

















1990-1995 11,890,203 14,494,227 1.22 9,642,005 81.1 66.5 
1995-2000 6,335,282 10,294,794 1.62 4,861,472 76.7 47.2 
2000-2005 9,882,973 16,172,755 1.64 8,711,204 88.1 53.9 
2005-2010 12,128,309 18,862,982 1.56 10,896,786 89.8 57.8 
Source:  Based on The Global Flow of People by N.Sander, G.J.Abel & R.Bauer  from http://download.gsb.
bund.de/BIB/global_flow/ (Accessed 31 July 2019)
Table 8　Migration flows between and within Asian regions

















1990-1995 8,510,700 12,093,272 1.42 7,811,655 91.8 64.6 
1995-2000 4,644,551 7,910,506 1.70 3,875,706 83.4 49.0 
2000-2005 5,475,284 14,221,068 2.60 5,001,063 91.3 35.2 
2005-2010 4,928,263 17,124,840 3.47 4,626,831 93.9 27.0 
Source:  Based on The Global Flow of People by N.Sander, G.J.Abel & R.Bauer  from http://download.gsb.
bund.de/BIB/global_flow/ (Accessed 31 July 2019)
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A New Space Emerges: Intraregional and International Mobility in the ASEAN Region and Japan
　 As Table 7 shows, migrants in Asia tend to move to neighboring regions.  We 
understand that the share of outward migration to total migration is small (27.0% in 
Table 8) because the oil-rich Gulf countries are important destinations for Southeast 
Asia, East Asia, South Asia, and West Asia, especially after the 2000s.
7. Conclusion
　 International migration is discussed in this paper in terms of intensity, migrant 
stock, and flow data, newly introduced by Abel and Sander (2014) highlighting 
some of the important findings.  Over the past three decades, migration between 
developing countries is rather stable in terms of migrant share to the population, 
while developed countries are still destinations to those from developing countries. 
The United States and Western Europe attract more migrants, suggesting that 
the conventional understanding in view of the South-North migration still holds. 
However, if we investigate flow movement, spatial diversity becomes important; 
the oil-rich Gulf countries of West Asia have become attractive destinations for 
migrants from South Asia and Southeast Asia.  On the contrary, regions of the 
former Soviet Union and Africa are characterized by intraregional migration.  
　 We also argue from the migrant flow data that the movement of people is not 
stable in its volume.  The number of emigrant and immigrants differ every decade 
in every region, which would partly reflect political reasons.  Regional regime 
change such as armed conflicts might deeply affect people’s behavior to decide on 
their destination and result in changing the conventional geographical corridors 
of migration.  Or, tighter immigration policies introduced by developed countries 
could heavily affect people’s decision making.  Another possible argument is from 
the perspective of political economy of migration, originally proposed by Sassen 
(1998) discussing growing global interconnections between states through economic 
activities such as foreign direct investment or issues related to diplomatic policies.
　 Some of the key challenges for Japanese immigration policy makers are to 
realize the impact of receiving unskilled workers to meet the demands of sectors 
affected by labor shortage on Japanese society.  Another challenge would be the 
job market and how to control the flow of the workers from ASEAN member 
countries in a regulatory system with each country varying in its practices 
and regulatory systems.  Additionally, the spatial diversity of international and 
intraregional movement of migrants makes the Asian region a new actor of 
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emigration and immigration transition where economic, political, and even social 
regime change might easily affect the flow of people movement.  In fact, the 
migration corridor from Brazil to Japan, which once was an important path to meet 
the labor shortage for unskilled workers in 1990s, has become narrow since the 
2000s.  Instead, Japan now is one of the important destinations for workers from 
Southeast Asia in line with its extensive involvement in trade and investment. 
Therefore, new and comprehensive policies and approaches are needed to meet the 
governance of ensuring adequate managing of migrants at the geographical space 
of local, national, regional, and international levels to build a regulatory partnership 
within the Asian region with the involvement other actors such as firms and 
sectors because migrants can be key players in the aging society of Japan.  
　 Considering that Europe (EU) and North America (NAFTA) have committed 
more comprehensive migration policies by developing mobility liberalization, Jurje 
and Lavenex (2015) suggest that experiences and efforts undertaken by EU and 
NAFTA accumulated in different regional integration schemes.  And also states 
that the international conventions will provide templates to deal with intra-regional 
mobility in ASEAN.  The study of deeper labor market cooperation in South East 
Asia with Japan by comparing EU and NAFTA is a future task.
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